

[image: EAst_Coast_Road.jpg]






EAST COAST ROAD


By Anna Chilvers









Dedication


For Poppy, Izzy, Wilf, Johnny and Betty, who,


between them, walked with me all the way from


Scotland to Cambridgeshire.









Imprint


Copyright © Anna Chilvers 2020


First published in 2020 by


Bluemoose Books Ltd


25 Sackville Street


Hebden Bridge


West Yorkshire


HX7 7DJ


www.bluemoosebooks.com


All rights reserved


Unauthorised duplication contravenes existing laws


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Paperback 978-1-910422-63-2


Printed and bound in the UK by Short Run Press









[image: ]









Act One









Chapter One


At first Jen didn’t know what it was. It could have been bags of rubbish, or someone’s rucksack which had grown too heavy for them. But as she went nearer, limbs separated out from each other and she could see two people. They were lying with their arms spread wide. She and Rebecca had done the same ten minutes ago, except they’d done it standing on their feet.


At the top of the hill the Angel of the North spread his wings. They were brown, not gossamer white like school nativity angels. Their squared shape contrasted with the sculpture’s curved body. Jen and Rebecca had taken it in turns to stand at his feet, arms spread out in imitation, while the other snapped a picture. Now Rebecca was taking more photos, up close, for her portfolio. Jen could see her small figure appearing and disappearing around the Angel’s feet.


Jen walked closer to the figures on the ground. She didn’t want to interfere in what might be some kind of private spiritual moment, but she was curious. They were very still, lying there with their legs together and their arms spread wide like they were pretending to be aeroplanes, their fingertips just touching. They were face down.


How could they could breathe, with their faces pressed close to the earth like that? Jen watched the outline of their bodies to see if there was movement. She couldn’t see anything. The breeze ruffled their clothes.


“Are you alright?” Jen called.


She couldn’t tell if they were men or women, or one of each. They were both wearing dark blue canvas trousers and green waterproof coats. The nearest one wore a yellow hat, which covered most of their hair, just a few short brown strands stuck out at the bottom. The other had their hood up, covering their head entirely. Even their hands were covered with gloves. Jen couldn’t see any skin as their faces were pushed right into the grass.


“Do you need any help?”


A gust of wind rushed up the hillside, filling their jackets so they made a cracking noise. Jen turned and ran up the hill as fast as she could.


Rebecca was crouching behind the Angel with her head close to the floor, taking photos from ground level.


“There are some bodies,” Jen gasped, the cold air hurting her throat as it rushed in.


“Hang on,” said Rebecca.


“No, really, there are two people lying on the ground and I think they’re dead. A suicide pact or something.”


Rebecca lowered her camera and looked up at Jen.


“Bodies?”


“Come and look.”


Together they ran down the hill. It was still early and there was no one about. Cars were roaring past on the roads which walled the Angel’s sanctuary, but none were parked in the carpark. No one was walking across the grass in any direction. When they reached the place where the bodies had been, there was nothing. There wasn’t even a place where the grass was flattened.


There was a lane between two hedges and Jen ran over to the entrance, but there was no one walking up the lane. There was no sign of a green waterproof jacket or a yellow hat.


“They must have gone,” said Rebecca. “Maybe they were just messing about and they were too embarrassed to get up when you appeared.”


Jen shook her head. “I saw them from right over there, they weren’t moving at all. And where could they have gone? There’s nobody here.”


“Someone playing a trick on you? They might be hiding somewhere. In the hedge or something.”


The idea that someone was hiding and watching creeped them both out. Rebecca said she had enough photos. They walked quickly back across the mound to the car park.


Before Jen got into the car she looked back to where the Angel stood, its back to them and to the city of Newcastle, arms stretched in welcome to all travelling north. Later there would be people here, visitors taking photos, laughing and dropping litter. There might even be an ice cream van. Right now, there was nobody. Jen could hear traffic on the A1 and the road into Newcastle, early commuters trying to beat the rush. Between those two walls of sound, the silence seemed full, like a balloon, as though each molecule of air had sound bound up inside it. Maybe it wasn’t sound. Maybe it was life or memories, or something to do with two people wearing blue trousers and a yellow hat who had vanished into thin air. The air was holding a secret.


Jen slid into the front seat of the mini.


“You sure you’re not seeing things again?” said Rebecca.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, that nun you thought you saw on campus…”


“I did see her.”


“Jen, did something happen when you went home at Easter?”


Jen closed her eyes for a moment. Breathed in until it felt like her lungs might burst. Then she let the air out slowly through her nose, controlling the flow. She turned to Rebecca.


“Back to York in time for breakfast?”


The sun was up above the horizon and the graininess of the May dawn was disappearing.


Rebecca stared at her for a moment, then shrugged. “OK.”


“Coffee and croissants in the union café,” said Jen.


She wondered if that boy would be there this morning. The one with the dark floppy hair and the big coat.


Rebecca pulled out of the car park into the stream of commuters on their way into Newcastle. As they drove away, Jen looked back and saw a bird of prey hovering in the sky, just above the Angel’s head.


Jen didn’t see Rebecca the next day. Now she had her photos of the Angel, she needed to get on with her coursework. She’d left it to the last minute and only had until the end of the weekend.


Jen still had two more weeks of lectures before term ended in the middle of June. She went to the library and the student union. She chatted to the other students on her course. She tried not to think about the bodies, but if she closed her eyes she could see drops of water on green coats. She could see the curl of hair escaping from the yellow hat, tickled by blades of grass. She could smell the wet earth, the dew.


In the café she looked out for the boy with the floppy hair, and on Friday he was there.


He sat on a stool at a corner table with one of those old books he was always reading, dark covers with titles embossed in gold, the pages either Bible thin or thick as blotting paper. His coat was too big for him, and his hair was a fringe of black silk across his eyebrows. She’d not seen him in the first two terms, only recently, since Easter.


Jen was sitting with a couple of girls from her medieval seminar discussing a presentation they had to give together. She glanced over, and he was looking their way. She turned away quickly.


When she got up to leave, he’d gone. Jen had an essay to write on Marjorie Kempe, so she went back to her room to work, but it was difficult to keep her mind on the subject. As soon as she leaned back or closed her eyes for a second, she was back in the shadow of the Angel of the North watching green jackets for signs of breath.


Rebecca messaged her. Come round. Got something to show you.


Rebecca had both of her computer screens on and each was displaying a photograph of the Angel. They were taken close-up and most of the screens were filled with detail of the sculpture, but in the background there was the slope of green as the hill descended.


“Look,” said Rebecca. She pointed at one of the screens. In the left-hand corner was a figure wearing white. “That’s you,” she said, “but look over here.”


On the other side of the screen, indistinct, there was something yellow on the ground. It was impossible to tell what it was. It could have been a plastic bag, some litter.


“I’ve tried blowing it up, but it doesn’t get any clearer,” said Rebecca.


Jen peered at the yellow blob. Could it be a hat on a human head, attached to a body? It was possible.


“Now look at this one.”


The photo on the other screen was similar, but angled slightly to the left so there was a better view of the place where the bodies had been. It was much clearer than the other photo. Rebecca zoomed in. Jen was crouching, her hand stretched out towards the grass. There was nothing yellow at all. No body, no coat, no blue trousers, no walking boots.


“These were taken ninety seconds apart,” said Rebecca. “You came up the hill to talk to me straight after.”


Jen stared at the empty space on the grass in the second photo. She remembered crouching, how she had been going to touch the nearest body, shake them a little, ask again if they were OK, but she’d chickened out. She’d been scared they wouldn’t answer.


Rebecca shrugged. “It was early, low light levels. Things can look weird at dawn and dusk.”


Jen thought about the drops of dew gathering together to form a sudden rivulet in a crease in the green jacket and spilling out onto the grass. She remembered that the curl of hair escaping from the hat was dark brown, that the hat itself was knitted in a thick single rib.


“You think I made them up?”


Rebecca looked at Jen and their gazes locked for a moment, then she looked away.


“Maybe you just have a strong visual imagination,” she said. She closed the pictures and turned off the screens. “Fancy a drink?”









Chapter Two


Rebecca’s boyfriend, Craig, was in the bar with some of his friends from Psychology, so what was supposed to be a quiet drink was suddenly rowdier. Jen decided she would just have one, then leave them to it. Rebecca wouldn’t mind if she was with Craig.


They sat at a corner table and Jen noticed the boy with the fringe sitting alone at a table on the other side of the bar. Jen thought about pointing him out to Rebecca, but she and Craig were kissing. Jen tapped her fingers on the side of her beer bottle. They were always kissing. They’d only been together for two months and they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.


Jen crossed the bar and sat down opposite the boy. She pulled at the corner of the beer label.


“Hello, I’m Jen,” she said.


He smiled. “Finn.”


“What’s the book?”


Finn handed it to her. It was bound in dark blue cloth and the pages were roughly cut. She opened it and saw poems, black print in the centre of the creamy page. They were in French.


“Baudelaire – Les Fleurs du Mal. The Flowers of Evil. Some of these poems were banned in France until 1949. Sixty-nine years ago, that book would have been contraband.”


“If we were in France,” said Jen.


“Yes, if we were in France.” His eyes were dark brown.


Jen could feel a tic beneath her left eye, but she didn’t blink.


“I’m doing a course on Baudelaire,” she said. “I’ve got a lecture tomorrow.”


“You’re studying French?”


“Literature.”


Finn nodded. “That one,” he said, pointing at the page, “would definitely have been banned.”


“À celle qui est trop gaie,” Jen read. “What’s it about?”


“Beauty, anger, rage, sex.”


“Wow, sounds amazing.”


“He was an amazing poet, but pretty fucked up as a person – if he really thought the way he wrote.”


“Are you doing literature too?”


“I’m a geologist.”


“Then why…?”


“My gran gave it to me. She’s French. She died earlier this year.”


“I’m sorry.”


“No reason for you to be sorry.”


Back in her room, Jen sat on the bed and closed her eyes. She thought about Finn and how his arm had touched hers as they were talking. She took off her jeans and looked at the scars on her legs. Just silver lines – they had healed completely. She touched them with her fingertips. Flat, not raised, they felt just like the rest of her skin.


She opened her laptop and searched for À celle qui est trop gaie. She found several translations; some gave the title ‘To she who is too lovely’ and some ‘To she who is too gay’. They were all the same poem though. The poet, unable to stand the laughter and gaiety of this lovely girl, felt he must destroy her. Like ripping a flower to shreds because it’s too perfect to bear. The poet wanted to cut the girl open and inject her with his venom – and his use of words like ‘lips’ and ‘dizzying sweetness’ made it pretty obvious what kind of venom.


Jen ran her hand from her thighs to her waist. The poem horrified her and excited her. She thought about the story of the Buddha’s conception that Rebecca had told her, his mother impregnated through her side by an elephant.


Jen hadn’t cut herself since she’d been at uni. She was done with that.


She closed the computer and lay on the bed. She turned onto her front, lay with her face in the pillow, her arms stretched out to the side in the same way the two people had. It was a narrow bed, next to the wall. One arm draped down to the floor and the other bent upwards from the elbow. She counted. At thirty she had to lift her head and breathe in.


She sat up and googled yellow woolly hat. There were quite a few hits, including some on eBay. Most of them were for children or were sports hats with logos, but halfway down the second page there was one that looked like the hat she’d seen. She clicked on the ‘Buy It Now’ button before she could stop to think about it. Yellow wasn’t her colour. She wouldn’t wear a hat like that.


She lay down and thought about Finn. It was easy to talk to him. She hoped she would see him again in the bar tomorrow. She’d tell him she’d read the poem and they could talk about it. She might tell him about the Buddha’s mother and the elephant. Or even about her cousin.


No one else could see her cousin. Even Jen hadn’t seen her in ages. Once, just before her GCSEs, her cousin had come into Jen’s room at night and taken the knife out of her hand. She didn’t say anything at all, but when Jen tried to make a grab for it, she stepped back and there was nothing to hold on to. She was always like that; slippery, evasive.


In the morning, Jen stopped by Rebecca’s room on the way into uni. She was working, with both screens on.


“Can I see those photos again?”


Rebecca flicked back through the images until she came to the one of Jen staring at the empty ground, then the previous one with the yellow blob.


“Can you zoom in?”


“I told you, there’s nothing to see,” she said, but she clicked until the area filled the screen, swipes of green and brown merging into each other, the yellow solid in the middle, blurring out at the edges into an irregular squashed shape.


“Can you see a shoulder?” Jen pointed at a smear of brownish green next to the yellow. “If you were looking straight down, at the crown of the head, that could be the slope of a shoulder. And they were wearing green jackets. That sort of colour.”


Rebecca clicked the mouse and the photo filled the screen again.


“No, Jen, I don’t think it’s a shoulder. I don’t think anyone was there. Look.” She pointed at the corner of the photo where the bodies had been. “Apart from the yellow thing, there’s nothing that couldn’t be just grass and shadows. A trick of the light.”


“I know what I saw,” Jen said.


“Well you saw something that wasn’t there then.”


Jen felt tears rising and turned away to blink them back.


“Are you walking over?” she said.


“No, I want to spend some more time on this.”


“See you later then.”


Rebecca caught Jen’s arm as she walked towards the door.


“Are you OK, Jen?”


Jen nodded. “I better get going, I’ve got a lecture in twenty minutes.”


Rebecca let her go. “Let’s meet later in the café,” she said. “I’ll text you.”


Jen let her eyes flicker back for a moment to the yellow thing in the corner of the screen, then left the room.


The first time Jen met her cousins was the year Natalie Portman came to Ely. It had been in the newspaper and everyone at school was talking about it. Danny was at high school by then and he was pretending he was too cool to care, but Jen could tell he was just as excited as her. They’d gone to see Star Wars with their mum and dad a couple of years before – an almost unheard-of family outing – and since then Danny had been collecting posters and cards. Jen was collecting stickers for a sticker book, and her favourite was a photo of Natalie Portman as Padmé Amidala. They were filming at the cathedral that weekend and Jen was hoping to catch a glimpse.


Donna, their mum, was nervous, but not because of Natalie Portman. It was because her sister was coming to stay, the sister she hadn’t seen or spoken to for fifteen years. She was bringing her daughters, whom Donna hadn’t known existed. Jen was excited. Two new cousins and a Hollywood star all in one week!


When they arrived, there was another; a third cousin who never showed her face, who wasn’t introduced, who stood next to doors and curtains, slipping out of sight if you looked. No one else seemed to notice her. Donna was doing her bright and breezy hostess performance, and Aunty Barbara was quiet, as though she didn’t know how to act. Jen knew how she felt. She always wanted to hide when Mum started organising people. The two flesh and blood cousins with cotton dresses and brown legs did as they were told.


When they were sent out to the garden, Lyddie, the oldest one, said “Let’s play May I.”


Jen didn’t know what that was, but it turned out to be the same as Grandmother’s Footsteps.


“Don’t you need more people to play that?”


Lyddie tried to get Grace to play, but Grace was too little and just sat on the grass.


“We could skip,” said Lyddie. “Have you got a skipping rope?”


Jen thought there was one in the cupboard in the hall, but when she went in, the other girl was there, standing in the dark patch of shadow behind the stairs, and Jen didn’t want to walk past. She asked Donna to find the skipping rope, and she bustled through, switching on lights and pulling things off the shelves. When Jen looked at the shadow again there was no one there.


Later she asked Lyddie if she had any other sisters and Lyddie said, “No, there’s just me and Grace.”


Jen was wearing the yellow dress with the white stripes and the white frilled bib. It was an old dress that her gran had produced from a trunk. Her mum had said, “That was Barbara’s, why do you still have that old thing?” – but Jen liked wearing it. After it was washed she had to wear it for at least an hour before it softened, before it stopped letting the draught up into her knickers and hung against her bare legs like curtains, like it knew it was hers.


Lyddie was a year younger than Jen and she was supposed to play with her. Grace was a toddler.


There was spider’s web in the hedge with a fat brown spider in the centre moving its legs. Jen thought it might have caught something, a fly maybe. Donna and Barbara were sitting in chairs near the back door, drinking tea. She could hear them. They weren’t shouting, but she could tell they weren’t friendly.


“You mean Mum’s known where you were all this time?” said Donna.


“I made her promise,” said Barbara. “I said if she told you, then I’d properly disappear.”


The spider’s legs were waving as it wrapped the fly up into a tight ball. The smell of washing powder rose from Jen’s dress as the sun warmed the cotton.


“You were blackmailing her?”


Jen could tell from the wobble in her mum’s voice that she was trying not to cry.


“Not really. She could see it from my point of view. After the abortion, then you and Steve, there was no way we could go back to being a happy family.”


There was quiet in the garden. The spider finished wrapping the fly and moved across the web. Further down the road someone was mowing the grass. There was a chink as one of the grown-ups put their mug on the floor.


“And now?” said Donna.


Jen turned and ran across the grass to her cousins. She stopped in front of Lyddie.


“Can you play ring o’ ring o’ roses?” she said in a loud voice.


Lyddie grinned at her. “OK.”


Grace was chewing a daisy stalk. The grown-ups were still talking. Jen took Lyddie’s hands they started to skip in a circle. Jen sang loudly. The mower paused then started again.


“We all jump up with a one two THREE,” Jen shouted.


Lyddie leaned towards her and whispered, “I like your dress.”


The other girl was older than Jen. She gave the impression of someone who was tall, taller even than Danny who was nearly twelve. She had long hair, or maybe something draped over her head; Jen couldn’t tell, because she only glimpsed her from the corner of her eye.


Peripheral vision, Danny said it was called. Jen asked him when he was sitting at the dining room table with his homework and Aunty Barbara was giving Lyddie and Grace a bath.


“Danny, do you ever see things to the side of you? Behind almost. Then when you look, they’re not there?”


“Peripheral vision,” he said.


“What?”


“That’s what it’s called. Being able to see things that aren’t in front of you.”


“Are they real things?”


“Of course they’re real.” He put down his pen and laid his hands on the table, looking straight ahead. “Try it. Walk up behind me, to the side a bit, and I’ll tell you when I can see you.”


Jen stood in front of the sideboard, then crept forward silently. It was like the game, May I, but Danny never wanted to play games like that. When Jen was still quite far behind him – at least three patterns on the carpet – he said, “Stop. I can see you now.”


“No you can’t!”


“I can. You try it.”


They swapped places and Jen found that she could see even further back than Danny.


“That’s good,” he told her. “You can get jobs if you have good peripheral vision. Pilot, spy, dog trainer, all sorts.”


“But what if the things aren’t really there?”


Danny snorted and picked up his pen. “If they’re not there then you can’t see them,” he said.


Jen tried closing her eyes as tight as she could, then opening them suddenly. She stared into the dark corners of the room. There was no one there. No ghosts, no invisible cousins. Danny must be right. She’d probably got overexcited because of Lyddie and Grace coming, because tomorrow they might see Natalie Portman and, if they were lucky, Natalie might see them too. She might even smile at them.


Later that night when she was in bed and Lyddie was snoring on the camp bed on the floor, Jen saw someone standing by the window, clearly silhouetted against the moonlit sky. Jen couldn’t remember if she’d closed the curtains earlier, but they were open now. The girl had her back to Jen and she was looking into the garden. She was wrapped in something – a blanket, sheet, a cloak? She stood very still.


Jen lay in her bed, trying to keep her breath silent, not moving even her toes. It seemed like forever, but eventually the girl at the window turned around and Jen saw her face for the first time. She was about fourteen or fifteen and she looked very calm. Jen thought she’d seen her somewhere before. Her face was round, framed by the head covering.


She walked straight past Jen’s bed, skirted around Lyddie on the floor, and went through the open door. Jen didn’t turn over, didn’t look, barely breathed, but she knew where the girl had gone. She’d disappeared into the spare room where Aunty Barbara was sharing the pull-out sofa bed with little Grace. Jen knew that when her cousins went back home to Scotland, this other cousin would go too. She remembered where she’d seen her before – in the cathedral. Her cousin looked exactly like the statue of St Etheldreda.


The yellow hat arrived in the post two days later. Jen ripped the package open and put the hat straight onto her head. She looked in the mirror. It made her face look small, and her hair stuck out the bottom and tickled her neck. She turned one way then the other, then she took it off and put it in her underwear drawer, hidden behind her knickers and underneath the socks. She balled up the packaging and shoved it into her bag. Later, on her way into uni, she put it into a bin outside McDonald’s. She didn’t mention it to Rebecca.









Chapter Three


Danny didn’t read books unless they were full of useful information. He didn’t understand Jen’s love of novels. She’d tried to enthuse him, told him the beginning of exciting stories so he would have no choice but to read the book to find out what happened next, but it didn’t work. Once or twice he’d watched the film version instead.


“Some people are just not fiction readers,” her gran, Dorothy, told her.


The Christmas after Dorothy died, Danny gave her a second-hand book for Christmas. Jen knew he wouldn’t have read it himself and asked him why he chose it.


“Gran used to go on about him.”


Jen looked at the cover – J.D. Salinger.


“There was some other book he wrote, she thought I might like it.”


Jen opened the cover and looked to see what Salinger had written.


“That one – The Catcher in the Rye,” said Danny, pointing.


“Did she say anything about this one?” asked Jen, flicking through the pages of the thin paperback.


“No, but it says on the back that it’s about a brother and sister, so it seemed appropriate.”


Jen had lost count of how many times since then she’d read Franny and Zooey. She bought a new copy before she left home for uni, not wanting to wear out the copy Danny had given her. He’d written in the front, Happy Christmas Jen, from Danny xx in red biro.


She’d read The Catcher in the Rye since then, and just about everything else by Salinger, but nothing could ever touch Franny and Zooey. Sometimes she thought that if she were put under hypnosis, she might be able to recite the whole book.


Jen had got into the habit of going to the café at 10am and sitting with a double espresso and a glass of water until it was time to go to her lecture at eleven. A few days after she first spoke to Finn, he turned up at the café too.


“Mind if I join you?”


Jen blinked. Her mind had been elsewhere, in Paris with Baudelaire taunting a glass seller in the street. Baudelaire had just dropped a vase from his third storey window, and the glass seller’s wares were shattered across the pavement. His livelihood. Jen looked up to see Baudelaire grinning with glee. The sun glinted on the shards of glass, and a rainbow hung above them in the air.


The young man cried out, “Oh, my poor children, my poor family! How will I feed them now?”


“Of course.” Jen moved her bag from the seat onto the floor to make room for Finn. “Have you got a lecture?”


“I’m on my way to the library.” He hesitated, “I saw you in here and thought I’d come and say hello.”


She felt a grin spread across her face. He grinned too.


She tried to think of something to say. Last time they had chatted so easily, but suddenly she couldn’t think of anything at all.


“What are you doing at the library?” she asked.


“What are you reading?” he asked at exactly the same time. They both laughed. She showed him her book – Les Fleurs du Mal and Other Writings.


“I thought I’d better at least read some of it before my lecture.”


He looked at the open page, French on one side, English on the other.


“Do you read French?” he asked.


She shook her head. “No, I’m reading the translation. Do you?”


“Not really. My family lived in France for a while and I went to school there for a few terms.”


Jen flicked through the book until she found the poem she’d read the night before. She bent the pages back so the right-hand page was hidden behind the spine. “This poem you were reading the other day. How do you say it in French?”


“Á celle qui est trop gaie,” Finn read.


“And in English?”


“To she who is too… I’m not sure – too happy? Too cheerful?”


“The book says gay.”


Finn shrugged. “In the old-fashioned sense.”


“Do you translate it into English in your head? Or can you think in French?”


“Simple stuff I can just do – but this is harder. It’s not very nice, this poem.”


“I know right.”


Jen flipped the book round and reread the English translation. She felt a sudden pain in her side and nausea swept up from her stomach. She clasped her hand over her mouth, but Finn didn’t seem to notice, and the feeling passed.


“Do you want to come to the lecture?” she asked.


“I have to do some research,” said Finn, “on fossil formation. Maybe you could tell me about it later?”


Jen wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. She managed a smile.


She could have done a science subject at uni. Sometimes she wished she had. She liked the idea of cool facts, information that was unequivocal; this happened and therefore this will happen. She knew that objectivity broke down eventually, even in science; that the top scientists had to make assumptions and leaps in the dark, had to theorize when there were no hard facts to hand. But that all started so much earlier with other subjects. There wasn’t a simple answer to what made Baudelaire so angry. Not in his poetry anyway. Maybe she’d need to be a historian or a psychologist to get to the bottom of it.


When they’d finished their coffee, they walked together across campus. There was a chill breeze and Jen thought about the yellow hat hidden at the bottom of her underwear drawer. What would Finn say if she told him about the bodies she’d seen, that Rebecca said never existed? He’d probably have an explanation. Even Rebecca had an explanation and she was an artist, for God’s sake. Jen decided not to try it. She wound her scarf an extra loop around her neck.


They said goodbye at the turning for the library. Jen was walking away when he called after her, “Do you fancy a drink later?”


She turned. His eyes were the colour of the earth in winter. Nausea curdled her stomach again, but she chose to ignore it.


“OK.”


“Great,” he smiled. “Eight? Nine? Shall we meet in the bar?”


“Eight,” she said. “And let’s meet down by the lake, then we can walk to the bar together.”


“Eight, by the lake. See you there.” He grinned, then walked away towards the library.


At the door to the lecture theatre, Jen stopped. The nausea had subsided but she had a pain in her side, like stitch. There was an image in her brain, created by the poem, and she knew if she closed her eyes it would grow and fill the space behind her eyes. She found it difficult to keep her eyes open in lectures, not because she found them boring, but because but the rooms were so brightly lit, so brownly furnished, she didn’t want to spend an hour looking at them. Behind her eyelids, she could allow the words of the lecturer to paint patterns, create colours, new paths.


… Oh dizzy sweetness!


Between the new lips of this wound,


More vivid and more beautiful,


Infuse my spleen into you, my precious!


She could watch the lecture later online. She needed to get off campus for a while. Breathe the air where no one knew who she was.


She walked across the Stray to the allotments. The vegetables here grew in straight lines and some of the gardeners had interspersed them with flowers. There was an atmosphere of industry and calm. Jen could feel tension leaching out of her cells. She put her hand on her belly, crossed the main road and walked down to the river.


A group of Japanese tourists were taking selfies near the water, four women, smiling and holding out a phone on a stick at arm’s length. There was no one else down here. Jen sat on a wall, her feet dangling above the cobbles. She watched a pair of geese glide past with a brood of goslings swimming behind in a line.


York was like Ely in so many ways. The Minster, the old town, the river wide and slow. Sometimes she thought she should have gone to university somewhere else, somewhere completely different. London, Edinburgh, or even Paris where her cousin Lyddie was planning to go. But she’d promised Rebecca, and to begin with York’s familiarity had seemed like a good thing.


She jumped off the wall and headed into town, walking quickly, weaving amongst the tourists and the shoppers, knowing where she wanted to be.


The entrance was unobtrusive, between two shops, easy to walk past. There were wallflowers in bloom in the small graveyard, forget-me-nots along the base of the wall. The peace was sudden and immediate, even before she reached the doorway to the church.


She’d been here a number of times since Easter, and every time she hoped she would see her other cousin. She wasn’t sure why she would be here, in a church in York, but it felt right.


The vicar was greeting a couple at the entrance, telling them the history of the church. Jen avoided his eye as she walked up the aisle to the front. The pews were a higgledy-piggledy collection of boxes, each containing a bench or two, and a small door to get in. The sides were too high to see over. Jen wasn’t sure if you were allowed in the boxes. She didn’t like the idea of being shut in anyway. She walked across the front of the church where there was an open space with a stone altar, and sat down on a bench. Light fell through the windows onto the stone. It made her think of cliffs and caves, of dark water lapping in and out, day after day, as the moon rose and fell. She loved that the church was so bare. The curves of the arches moved her more than the most intricate carvings or paintings could have.


A bird flew across the window and its shadow moved across the church.


She heard footsteps. She hadn’t seen anyone walk in, only the couple with the vicar and herself. It had to be her cousin.


She held her breath, pushed her nails into her palms.


The person who appeared from behind the pulpit was a man. He was wearing a leather jacket and black jeans, and his grey hair was tied back in a ponytail. He had a beard which was long but not full. He was looking about the church as he walked. When he saw Jen sitting on the bench, a stillness fell over him. His eyes stopped darting about. He sat down at the other end of the bench.


Her cousin wasn’t here. Just this man. She would sit for a while and then walk back to the university. See if the lecture from this morning was online yet.


She closed her eyes and thought about Franny learning to say the Jesus Prayer.


“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”


She said the words quietly under her breath. Then she tried them again with no sound, just mouthing the words.


Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.


She felt the shape of her lips as they moved. She opened her eyes and glanced towards the man. He was sitting still with his head bent, his lips moving like hers.


Jen liked the idea of saying something over and over so many times that it became part of her being, like breathing, like blinking. But she didn’t like the Jesus Prayer. She didn’t want to make that part of her; I am a sinner, I am unworthy, Lord Jesus, male patriarch God, take pity on poor little me. That’s not what she wanted at all.


Julian of Norwich, the medieval anchorite who bricked herself up in a church and gave out advice through a window, she’d said something pithy. It had been on everything in the shop in Norwich when they went on a school trip for A-level history: tea towels and pencils and keyrings. All will be well or something. She’d taken a photo. She scrolled through her phone until she found it.


All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.


She wasn’t convinced. All those ‘sh’ sounds. She’d be walking around hissing like a snake. And would things be well? They hadn’t been up to now. Though that was the point, wasn’t it? It was the repetition, saying it over and over, that made it true. If she said it constantly, all of her waking hours, then eventually she would believe it, and it would become who she was.


What if she chose something else? How about Baudelaire? If she repeated his lines over and over, would that become who she was?


Oh dizzy sweetness! I want to infuse my spleen into your wound, my precious!


She might have to reword it to make it more like a prayer. And take off the last two words so she didn’t sound like Gollum. She could just go with the first part – Oh dizzy sweetness! Oh dizzy sweetness! Oh dizzy sweetness! If she said that over and over, she might go mad, her head a hive of bees and sticky honey.


The vicar had stopped talking. In fact, he didn’t seem to be in the church anymore, and the couple had vanished too. Maybe he had taken them outside to show them something in the churchyard. There was a patch of red light dancing on the side of the pulpit where the sun was coming through the stained glass. Vertical lines of sunlight beamed through the arches, hit the stone and spread across the walls. She didn’t feel sick anymore.


The man in leather got up and walked to the door of the church, his lips still moving. Jen found herself following.


Outside, a bird swooped in front of her, then flew up towards the Minster. Jen had heard there were peregrine falcons nesting in the tower.


The man walked across the churchyard and out of the gate, where he turned right. He was walking fast, with purpose, and Jen had to dodge tourists to keep him in view as he passed the front of the Minster. Just before they reached the main street, he went into another church on the corner. St Wilfrid’s was bigger, standing proud at the junction, unmissable.


Jen reached the steps and went in. The foyer had racks of literature, a cabinet of items for sale. Jen picked up a leaflet. It was about Saint Wilfrid, the seventh century bishop, and his visit to Rome. She stuffed it into her bag and went through a door into the body of the church.


This was a very different place to the church they had just come from. It was bigger, with high ceilings. Huge frescoes at the front surrounded an altar spread with ornate cloth and laid with candlesticks and flower arrangements. The body of the church was dark, and although there was much more space in here, there seemed to be less air. No vicar loitered to greet tourists. People were sitting in the pews. Jen counted them – four men and one woman, all sitting separately, quietly, with their heads bowed. None of them were the man with the ponytail. Jen couldn’t see him at all.


She walked to the front of the church where steps led up to the altar. A sign read, Do not pass this point. The apse is alarmed. She turned right and walked down the side of the church to the chapel where candles could be bought and lit. There were quite a few burning in the intricate branches of the candelabra, and a box of fresh candles was on a small table next to a slot in the wall for money. There was no man with a ponytail and scrappy beard. There was no one at all. Just the smell of hot wax and a red glow in the space behind the candles. There was nowhere else he could have gone.


Jen could feel the nausea rising again. She turned and quickly retraced her steps, along the red carpet of the aisle, through the glass doors and onto the front steps.


How could a man vanish into thin air?


She took some slow deep breaths, allowing the oxygen to pass into the cells of her body, willing her stomach to settle.


Something caught her eye. Further up the main road, the man was walking away from her. There was no way she could catch him up. Just as he reached a corner he glanced back in her direction, looked straight at her, then disappeared from view.


For a moment she thought she would run after him, but her gut cramped. She grasped her stomach and felt a hot rush through her oesophagus. Not here. Not right in the middle of town. She couldn’t be sick on the steps of a church.


But she could. It burst through her mouth, across the three steps, spattering her white shoes. She felt immediately better.


She glanced around. No one was nearby or seemed to have noticed. She walked away quickly, down the steps and back across town, stopping off at a newsagent to buy a bottle of water.









Chapter Four


Most of the children from Jen’s primary school had gone to the local secondary school, but her mum wanted her to go the school she and her sister had attended when it was the Girls’ Grammar – the school Dorothy used to teach at. It wasn’t a grammar school anymore, or even a girls’ school. Danny went there too.


Jen only knew two other kids when she started, one boy and one girl, neither of whom she was particular friends with. So when she found herself sitting next to Rebecca in form, and Rebecca told her that she had just moved to Ely and didn’t know anyone at all, it seemed meant to be. It turned out they both liked reading and hockey and they both hated the cliques and hierarchies that seemed to underpin school life. Rebecca had moved from York to live with her aunt and uncle after her mum and dad had been killed in a motorway accident. She liked Ely, and her aunt and uncle were kind, but she missed York.


One day in history when they were studying the War of the Roses, Rebecca jumped out of her seat and ran out of the classroom. The teacher said Jen could go after her, and she found her in the toilets crying like Jen had never seen anyone cry before, wailing loudly, with intermittent screams, her face red and shiny. Soon a teacher arrived and took Rebecca away to the first aid room. After that she started seeing a therapist. Jen watched her warily, but there were no more outbursts.


Finn was waiting for her on the bench by the lake, which was impressive because Jen was always early. She sat down next to him.


“Did you know all swans belong to the Queen?” he said.


There were three swans swimming in a line near the edge of the water, their wings folded. Jen thought of the swan-shaped soap dish her gran had kept in her bathroom. She imagined placing a bar of soap on these swans, in the middle of their backs between their upturned wings. Bright jewel-coloured soap, or maybe Pears soap, which would look like a piece of amber nestled amongst the white feathers.


“Do they know?” she asked.


The water was still as glass and each swan had a perfect double in the water.


“I guess not. It’s ridiculous really. Like saying you own all of a certain type of tree.”


“Or the air that we breathe.”


“You’re not allowed to kill them or eat them. Only the royal family are allowed to eat swan. It’s the only offence still punishable with the stocks.”


“That’s not true!” Jen looked at Finn and saw he was laughing.


“Idiot.” She thumped his arm.


The swans swam in an arc out into the lake, keeping in formation one behind the other. Finn pointed to the reeds at the water’s edge.


“Look, that one’s looking after the nest.”


One swan was sitting in the unwieldy pile of straw and broken reeds, watching the others’ progress.


“Do they take it in turns?”


Finn shrugged. “I think they mate for life,” he said. They stood watching until the swans disappeared behind an island. “Bar?”


“It’s such a nice evening, it seems a shame to go inside.”


“A walk then? And a drink once it gets dark?”


They walked along the edge of the lake, then headed between the chemistry labs and over to the Stray. New growth on the trees shone in the fading light. There was a patch of late bluebells near a fence – the smear of blue reminded Jen of the light from a computer screen. It was dotted with tiny white flowers which caught all there was of the evening light and shone like stars.


“Stitchwort,” said Finn.


Jen wondered if she should take his hand. They were walking side by side, right next to each other, and their arms were only inches apart. It wouldn’t take much, she could just reach out with her fingers, nudge into his palm with her thumb. She thought about the evening ahead and how it might end, and what difference it would make if she did take his hand now, how that would set something solid and known between them.


She moved her hand away from him quickly and lay it flat on her belly, increasing the gap between them.


“Are you OK?” he said.


“Just stomach ache,” she said.


“Do you want to head back?”


“No, walking is good.”


They were nearly at the road. She concentrated on the movement of her legs, the roll of her feet on the compacted mud of the path.


“How was the Baudelaire lecture?”


Jen thought, I could tell him that I ran away at the last minute and went and sat in churches in the city centre, looking for my dead cousin, or more accurately, my non-existent cousin. But she’d watched the lecture later, so she knew what it was about. Easier to pretend she’d been there.


“I don’t know, I didn’t go,” she said.


“Why not?”


“I hate him. Baudelaire. I don’t want to know anything more about him. He was misogynistic, misanthropic, horrid.”


“He was probably just messed up – by religion, and the expectations of the time. He expresses his conflict in his poems, but I don’t think you can use them to judge him personally.”


“Well his poems are what I have to read. Personally, I hope I never have to meet him.”


Rebecca was in the bar with Craig and some friends. When she saw Jen she rushed over and threw her arms around her.


“I handed it in,” she said. “I did it.”


Jen turned to introduce Finn, but he’d disappeared.


“Do you want to buy me a drink?”


“Rebecca, haven’t you had enough?”


“I’m celebating. Cerebrating.”


At the bar Jen bought beers for herself, Finn and Rebecca. Rebecca dragged Jen over to the table where all her friends were drunk, though not so drunk as Rebecca.


“We’re going to Kuda,” said Craig. “You coming?”


Jen looked over at Finn who had just reappeared near the bar.


“Maybe,” said Jen.


Rebecca picked up her drink and took a long swig.


“Come on Jen, you’ve got to catch up.”


Jen took a sip. She shuffled along the bench to make room for Finn, but before he came over Rebecca was sick. Most of it went on Jen. Her white jeans were covered with beige slime.


“Oh fuck,” said Rebecca.


Jen went to the toilets and tried to wipe the sick off with some paper towels. She got most of it off, but there was a yellow stain. She took a handful of towels back to the bar. Craig had taken Rebecca outside for some air, and the others had moved to the bar, so the table was empty. Finn appeared and helped her wipe down the table and bench.


“Sorry,” said Jen.


Finn grinned at her. Craig called from the door that he was going to take Rebecca home.


“I’ll take her,” said Jen. “I need to go and get changed anyway.”


“Are you sure?” Craig stepped inside. “Will you come on to Kuda after?”


“Yeah, I might.”


“She’s sitting on the wall outside.” He lurched forwards on his toes, then went to the bar. The crowd opened a little to let him in.


“I can come and help,” said Finn, behind her.


“No, you go on to Kuda too. I might catch up later.”


Rebecca leaned against her as they walked across campus. The night air smelled sweet, but Rebecca’s breath reeked of alcohol and vomit. Jen tried to turn her head away, to breathe in the scent of white lilac, but she had to concentrate on her friend who was in danger of falling at every step.


Jen took the key card from Rebecca’s bag and let them into the halls. Rebecca’s room was on the ground floor, so there were no stairs to negotiate. As soon as they got inside, Rebecca fell on the bed asleep. Jen checked she was lying on her side, that she couldn’t roll on to her back, that nothing was blocking her airways; then she switched out the light and left the room.


Back in her own room she stripped off her stained jeans, filled the sink with water and put them in to soak. She took the yellow hat out from the drawer where she’d hidden it and pulled it onto her head. She stared at herself in the mirror. It was strange to see herself in a colour that wasn’t white. She pulled a face at herself.


She had been going to change her clothes and go to Kuda to meet up with Finn, but she didn’t want to anymore.


She had a shower, then, after drying her hair, she put the yellow hat back on and got into bed with Franny and Zooey. She turned off her phone. The world was pretty strange, so right now she was going to stick with something familiar.









Chapter Five


The evening before their maths GCSE, Rebecca turned up at Jen’s with her revision. Jen was lying on her bed, reading.


Rebecca flopped onto Jen’s beanbag. “Want to test each other?” she said, waving her maths book.


“I can’t look at another equation. My head will pop.”


Rebecca thumbed through pages of maths for a few moments, then looked up at Jen.


“What’s the book?”


Jen flipped it upright so Rebecca could see the cover.


“Franny and Zooey. That’s a weird title.”


“Danny gave it to me.”


“Oh…”


Jen carried on reading. She’d read the lines so many times she could almost recite them, but she found her gaze running across the words, registering their shape and sound but not the meaning. She was aware of Rebecca in the room. She was waiting to see what she’d say next.


“Are they names? Are they the characters?”


“Yes. They’re brother and sister.”


“And he reminds you of Danny?”


“Zooey is nothing like Danny. Zooey’s cool and clever and he never stops smoking.”


“Are you like Franny?”


Jen shrugged. The fact was that Franny was cool and clever too, and both siblings smoked like there was no tomorrow, but there was something about the girl. She felt a connection.


“She’s trying to find God by saying this prayer over and over.”


“Oh, I didn’t think…”


“What?”


“Well, what with your mum…”


“It’s not like that. It’s not all singing in public and ‘look what we’ve done, aren’t we good’. This is a quiet thing.”


“Like, connecting to God within.”


“Yeah, maybe.”


Jen closed the book and lay it on the bedside table. She’d lost the thread; she could pick it up later.


“Franny has a kind of breakdown, like she can’t bear all the phoney people around her making out they’re important. She wants simplicity.”


“She should become a Buddhist.”


Rebecca’s aunt, Lucy, was a practising Buddhist. A couple of times, when Lucy had been working at the university at the weekend, Jen had gone with Rebecca to meet her at the Buddhist Centre. They’d eaten in the café and had a look around. Jen had liked the peaceful atmosphere, but she didn’t feel at home. She felt too big, as though her elbows were too sharp, her hair had too much static. She’d felt like ringing all the bells at once, stamping her feet a little too loudly.


Rebecca went with her aunt all the time. She’d told Jen about the silent meditation, the chanting.


“We did walking meditation once, where you walk really, really slowly round the room, feeling every bone in your feet.”


“Didn’t you feel like an idiot?”


“No, everyone else was doing the same.”


“I don’t think I could. I wouldn’t be able to move.”


“Everyone would look at you then.”


Jen swung her legs around and sat up on the bed with her knees bent, her back leaning against the wall.


“Franny’s brother has died. Not Zooey, their older brother, Seymour. I think that’s what it’s all about really. Trying to make sense of that, connect to him somehow. That’s why everything seems so phoney to her. She’s seen how close death is, only a step away, and it seems like everyone else is merrily dancing on the cliff edge, like that’s what’s important, and they don’t even look at the huge drop, and anyone could go over at any moment.”


“How is praying over and over going to help her?”


“I guess it’s something to hold on to, a connection to something beyond life, which might just end at any moment. She wants something that will continue to exist.”


When Jen looked up, Rebecca was staring at her. Then her friend leaned forward, took hold of Jen’s hand and squeezed it. Jen looked away quickly.


She shook her hand free and stood up. “Come on, let’s go down to the river, see who’s about.”


In the morning when she switched on her phone there were four messages. Two were from Finn. One from last night asking if he should wait for her so they could go to the club together, and one from this morning asking if she was OK. There was also one from Rebecca saying, OMG bring me coffee. The last one was from her cousin Lyddie asking if she wanted to come up and stay on the island for a while in the summer.


She replied to Finn saying sorry about last night, and asking if he would like to meet later that morning in the cathedral gardens. She rinsed out her jeans and put Franny and Zooey back on the shelf. She might read the rest later. It was rare that she didn’t read it all in one sitting, but she’d suddenly been so tired last night.


She put on some leggings and a long white shirt with Indian embroidery, then went to find Rebecca, stopping off en route at the coffee shop.


Rebecca was still in bed. She let Jen into the room and got straight back between the covers. It was a sunny morning, but she had the blinds down.


Jen gave her the cardboard cup of coffee, then sat in the chair.


“Thanks chuck,” said Rebecca. “I feel awful.”


Jen glanced at the clutter-free desk then back at Rebecca.


“Have you got any lectures today?”


“No, I’ve only got two more seminars. That assignment was the main thing. Hence the blow out.”


They both sipped their coffees.


“Did you go back out?”


“Nah, I went to bed after I got you home. I was tired.”


“I think I’m going to be sick again.”


Rebecca dashed across the room to the tiny bathroom and slammed the door behind her. There was the sound of retching, then teeth cleaning, and then the shower went on. Jen took her copy of Baudelaire out of her bag and began to read. She had to write an essay on him before the year was finished.


The poet seemed to be having a problem reconciling the different aspects of his nature. On the one hand, he idolised the pure and the innocent, but he also revelled in sensuality, which he believed to be corrupt, which meant he and the women he loved were damned. He was pretty angry about it.


Rebecca emerged from the bathroom. She was a better colour.


“How about I get dressed and we go and get breakfast?” she said.


Jen entered the gardens from the behind the Minster. Finn was sitting on a bench near the Lady Chapel reading a book. She could see the back of his head, bent slightly over the page, the sun glinting off his hair.


There were more benches on this side of the garden and she sat down. It was a sunny afternoon and the laburnums were in blossom. A slight breeze moved the branches and sent dappled shadows waving across the grass. Tourists wandered in twos and threes along the paths, stopping to hold up their phones for photographs of the cathedral. It was looking particularly fine this afternoon, glowing almost white in the sunshine.


Jen noted the slight movement of Finn’s elbow as he turned the page. He lifted his head and looked right along the path, then left. Looking for her, she supposed.


She got up and walked back out into the street. She did a circuit past the front of the Minster and entered the gardens to the left of the Lady Chapel, then slowed down to a saunter. She was five minutes late.


Finn looked up from his book and saw her. His face broke into a smile.


Oh my god, what am I doing?


“Hey, Jen.”


“What are you reading?” She sat down next to him and looked at cover of the book he’d closed on her approach. It was called The Floating Egg.


“It’s about geology. Fossils and the Yorkshire coast.”


“Cool.”


“I’m like a little boy when it comes to dinosaurs and stuff. I’ve not really grown up.”


“Do you have dinosaur posters on your wall?”


“Maybe.”


His eyes were lighter when he laughed. Jen looked at the ground and breathed into her belly.


“We could get chips and walk along the river,” said Finn. “Are you hungry?”


She was hungry. She’d sat with Rebecca while she ate a huge fry-up in the cafeteria, but she’d only had a croissant herself. Finn shoved his book into his backpack and they left the gardens.


“Did you go to Kuda last night?”


“For a bit. Once I realised you weren’t going to turn up, I made a quiet exit. Some of the others were getting a bit messy.”


They dodged crowds of tourists at the front of the Minster, then momentarily lost each other as they went either side of a parked van.


“Sorry I didn’t go,” said Jen, when they were side by side again.


“I expect you were tired.”


“Not really. I went back to my room to change and thought, I’ll just read a few pages of my favourite book, and suddenly I’d read most of it and it was the middle of the night.”


“What is it?”


“Franny and Zooey by J.D. Salinger.”


“Oh. I haven’t read that. I’ve only read…”


“…Catcher in the Rye. Lots of people don’t even know he wrote anything else.”


“So, tell me about it. Why is it your favourite?”


Jen stopped.


“Oh my god. Look at that.”


“What?” Finn looked around, then followed Jen’s gaze. They were outside a charity shop and Jen was looking at the window display. “What is it?”
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